(19) 



J 



Europalsches Patentamt 
European Patent Office 
Office europeen des brevets 



(12) 



(43) Date of publication: 

10.05.2000 Bulletin 2000/19 

(21) Application number: 99308499.5 

(22) Date of filing: 27.10.1999 



(n) EP 0 999 605 A2 

EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION 

(51) lntCl7: H01M 8/24, H01M 8/02 



(84) 


Designated Contracting States: 


• Fujii, Yosuke 




AT BE CH CY DE DK ES Fl FR GB GR IE IT LI LU 


Wako-shi, Saitama-ken 351-0193 (JP) 




MC NL PT SE 


• Yamamoto, Akio 




Designated Extension States: 


Wako-shi, Saitama-ken 351-0193 (JP) 




AL LT LV MK RO SI 


• Okamoto, Takafumi 






Wako-shi, Saitama-ken 351-0193 (JP) 


(30) 


Priority: 06.11.1998 JP 31661698 


• Tanaka, Manabu 






Wako-shi, Saitama-ken 351-0193 (JP) 


(71) 


Applicant: Honda Giken Kogyo Kabushiki Kaisha 


• Sato, Shuji 




Minato-ku, Tokyo 107-8556 (JP) 


Wako-shi, Saitama-ken 351-0193 (JP) 


(72) 


Inventors: 


(74) Representative: Leale, Robin George 


• 


Wariishi, Yoshinori 


Frank B. Dehn & Co., European Patent Attorneys, 




Wako-shi, Saitama-ken 351-0193 (JP) 


179 Queen Victoria Street 


• 


Ozakaki, Koji 


London EC4V 4EL (GB) 




Wako-shi, Saitama-ken 351-0193 (JP) 





(54) Fuel cell stack 

(57) Disclosed is a fuel cell stack comprising fuel cell 
units (1 2) and first and second separators (1 4, 1 6) which 
are alternately stacked with each other. Wedge mem- 
bers (70) are integrally inserted, over the plurality of fuel 
cell units (12), into communication holes of a fuel gas 
supply passage (38), an oxygen-containing gas supply 
passage (40), and a cooling water supply passage (42), 
as well as a fuel gas discharge passage (44), an oxygen- 



containing gas discharge passage (46), and a cooling 
water discharge passage (48). A fluid is uniformly deliv- 
ered to each of the fuel cell units (12) by the aid of the 
wedge members (70). Accordingly, the fluid of any one 
of a fuel gas, an oxygen-containing gas, and a cooling 
medium is uniformly delivered to each of the fuel cell 
units (12). Further, it is possible to simplify the arrange- 
ment of the fuel cell stack. 
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Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Field of the Invention: 

[0001] The present invention relates to a fuel cell 
stack comprising separators and fuel cell units each in- 
cluding an anode electrode and a cathode electrode 
with an electrolyte interposed therebetween, the fuel cell 
units and the separators being alternately stacked. 

Description of the Related Art: 

[0002] For example, the solid polymer fuel cell is gen- 
erally composed of a fuel cell stack comprising fuel cell 
units stacked with each other by being interposed by 
separators, each of the fuel cell units including an anode 
electrode and a cathode electrode which are arranged 
on both sides of an electrolyte composed of a polymer 
ion exchange membrane (cation exchange membrane). 
[0003] In such a fuel cell stack, the fuel gas, for ex- 
ample, a gas principally containing hydrogen (hereinaf- 
ter referred to as "hydrogen-containing gas"), which is 
supplied to the anode electrode, contains hydrogen 
which is ionized on the catalyst electrode and which is 
moved to the cathode electrode via the electrolyte that 
is appropriately humidified. The electron, which is gen- 
erated during this process, is extracted by an external 
circuit, and it is utilized as DC electric energy. The cath- 
ode electrode is supplied with an oxidizing gas, for ex- 
ample, a gas principally containing oxygen (hereinafter 
referred to as 'oxygen -containing gas") or air. There- 
fore, the hydrogen ion, the electron, and the oxygen are 
reacted with each other on the cathode electrode to pro- 
duce water. 

[0004] In such a process, it is necessary to sufficiently 
humidify the electrolyte composed of the polymer ion ex- 
change membrane in order to maintain the ion perme- 
ability. For this reason, the fuel cell is generally con- 
structed as follows. That is, the oxygen -containing gas 
and the fuel gas are humidified by using a gas-humidi- 
fying unit which is provided at the outside of the fuel cell. 
The gases are fed to the fuel cell stack together with 
water vapor so that the electrolyte is humidified. 
[0005] The fuel cell stack comprises the plurality of 
fuel cell units which are stacked together with the sep- 
arators intervening therebetween. Communication 
holes, which are used to supply the fuel gas, the oxygen- 
containing gas, and the cooling water (cooling medium) 
to the respective fuel cell units, are formed to penetrate 
through the plurality of fuel cell units in an integrated 
manner in the fuel cell stack. In this arrangement, it is 
necessary that the fluid such as the fuel gas is uniformly 
supplied to the respective fuel cell units stacked in the 
fuel cell stack, in order to maintain the power generation 
performance of each of them. 

[0006] In this context, a fuel cell is known, which is 



disclosed, for example, in Japanese Laid-Open Patent 
Publication No. 8-213044. This conventional technique 
adopts delivery flow passages for delivering the fuel 
which is allowed to flow thereinto from an inflow port, to 
5 each of a plurality of unit cells. A fuel flow-adjusting 
member is arranged in the delivery flow passage by pro- 
viding a gap with respect to the inflow port. The flow- 
adjusting member is composed of a porous member 
having a predetermined thickness to allow the fuel to 
permeate therethrough. The flow-adjusting member 
functions to adjust the flow of the fuel in the delivery flow 
passage. 

[0007] However, the fuel cell stack comprises the fuel 
cell units and the separators which are alternately 
stacked with each other. Therefore, any steps arise for 
each of the separators in the communication hole. The 
fluid such as the fuel fails to smoothly flow through the 
communication hole. As a result, the pressure loss is 
increased. For this reason, a problem is pointed out in 
that the fluid cannot be delivered uniformly for each of 
the fuel cell units. In this context, it is conceived to en- 
large the opening cross-sectional area of the communi- 
cation hole. However, such an arrangement enlarges 
the size of the stack, resulting in a problem that the entire 
system becomes large. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] A principal object of the present invention is to 
provide a fuel cell stack which makes it possible to re- 
duce the pressure loss in the communication hole and 
uniformly deliver the fluid to each of the fuel cell units. 
[0009] The above and other objects, features, and ad- 
vantages of the present invention will become more ap- 
parent from the following description when taken in con- 
junction with the accompanying drawings in which a pre- 
ferred embodiment of the present invention is shown by 
way of illustrative example. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0010] 

FIG. 1 shows a longitudinal sectional view illustrat- 
ing major components of a fuel cell stack according 
to a first embodiment of the present invention; 
FIG. 2 shows an exploded perspective view illus- 
trating a part of the fuel cell stack; 
FIG. 3 shows a perspective view illustrating the fuel 
cell stack; 

FIG. 4 shows a perspective view illustrating a state 
in which wedge members are inserted into a fuel 
cell unit and first and second separators which con- 
stitute the fuel cell stack; 

FIG. 5 illustrates a static pressure distribution con- 
cerning the counter flow type communication hole; 
FIG. 6 shows a perspective view illustrating a 
wedge member for constructing a fuel cell stack ac- 
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cording to a second embodiment of the present In- 
vention; 

FIG. 7 shows a schematic perspective view illustrat- 
ing a wedge member for constructing a fuel cell 
stack according to a third embodiment of the 
present invention; 

FIG. 8 illustrates another static pressure distribution 
concerning the counter flow type communication 
hole; 

FIG. 9 schematically illustrates a fuel cell stack ac- 
cording to a fourth embodiment of the present in- 
vention; 

FIG. 1 0 schematically illustrates a fuel cell stack ac- 
cording to a fifth embodiment of the present inven- 
tion; 

FIG. 11 illustrates a static pressure distribution con- 
cerning the cross flow type communication hole; 
FIG. 12 illustrates another static pressure distribu- 
tion concerning the cross flow type communication 
hole; 

Fl G. 1 3 schematically illustrates a fuel cell stack ac- 
cording to a sixth embodiment of the present inven- 
tion; 

FIG. 1 4 shows a longitudinal sectional view illustrat- 
ing major components of a fuel cell stack according 
to a seventh embodiment of the present invention; 
and 

FIG. 1 5 shows a perspective view illustrating a tube 
member for constructing the fuel cell stack accord- 
ing to the seventh embodiment of the present inven- 
tion. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0011] FIG. 1 shows a longitudinal sectional view il- 
lustrating major components of a fuel cell stack 10 ac- 
cording to the first embodiment of the present invention, 
and FIG. 2 shows an exploded perspective view illus- 
trating a part of the fuel cell stack 10. 
[001 2] The fuel cell stack 1 0 comprises fuel cell units 
1 2 and first and second separators 1 4, 1 6 for interposing 
the fuel cell units 12 therebetween. A plurality of sets of 
these components are optionally stacked with each oth- 
er. The fuel cell unit 12 includes a solid polymer ion ex- 
change membrane 1 8, and an anode electrode 20 and 
a cathode electrode 22 which are arranged with the ion 
exchange membrane 18 interposed therebetween. 
[0013] As shown in FIG. 2, first and second gaskets 
24, 26 are provided on both sides of the fuel cell unit 1 2. 
The first gasket 24 has a large opening 28 for accom- 
modating the anode electrode 20, while the second gas- 
ket 26 has a large opening 30 for accommodating the 
cathode electrode 22. 

[0014] The fuel cell unit 12 and the first and second 
gaskets 24, 26 are interposed by the first and second 
separators 14, 16. A plurality of sets of these compo- 
nents are stacked in the horizontal direction. First and 



second end plates 32, 34 are arranged at both ends in 
the stacking direction of the fuel cell units 12 and the 
first and second separators 1 4, 1 6. The first and second 
end plates 32, 34 are integrally tightened and fixed by 

5 the aid of tie rods 36 (see FIGS. 1 and 3). 

[0015] As shown in FIG. 2, a fuel gas supply passage 
38, an oxygen-containing gas supply passage 40, and 
a cooling water supply passage 42 are integrally formed 
as communication holes which are disposed at upper 

10 portions of the fuel cell stack 10. A fuel gas discharge 
passage 44, an oxygen -containing gas discharge pas- 
sage 46, and a cooling water discharge passages 48 
are integrally formed at lower portions. The second end 
plate 34 includes a communication hole which is formed 

15 by hollowing out the surface disposed on the stacking 
side. When the air is used as the oxygen-containing gas, 
it is noted that the content of oxygen is about 20 %. 
Therefore, the aperture size of the oxygen-containing 
gas supply passage 40 and the oxygen-containing gas 

20 discharge passage 46 are designed to be larger than 
the aperture size of the fuel gas supply passage 38 and 
the fuel gas discharge passage 44. 
[0016] As shown in FIG. 3, a fuel gas inlet 50 commu- 
nicating with the fuel gas supply passage 38, an oxygen- 

2S containing gas inlet 52 communicating with the oxygen - 
containing gas supply passage 40, and a cooling water 
inlet 54 communicating with the cooling water supply 
passage 42 are formed at upper portions of the first end 
plate 32. A fuel gas outlet 56 communicating with the 

30 fuel gas discharge passage 44, an oxygen-containing 
gas outlet 58 communicating with the oxygen-contain- 
ing gas discharge passage 46, and a cooling water out- 
let 60 communicating with the cooling water discharge 
passage 48 are formed at lower portions of the first end 

35 plate 32. 

[0017] As shown in FIG. 2, a first flow passage 62, 
which makes communication between the fuel gas sup- 
ply passage 38 and the fuel gas discharge passage 44 
and which extends in the vertical direction while mean- 
40 dering in the right and left directions, is formed at a sur- 
face portion 1 4a of the first separator 1 4 opposed to the 
anode electrode 20. A second flow passage 64, which 
makes communication between the oxygen-containing 
gas supply passage 40 and the oxygen-containing gas 
45 discharge passage 46 and which extends in the vertical 
direction while meandering in the right and left direc- 
tions, is formed at a surface portion 1 6a of the second 
separator 1 6 opposed to the cathode electrode 22. A 
third flow passage 66, which makes communication be- 
so tween the cooling water supply passage 42 and the 
cooling water discharge passage 48 and which extends 
in the vertical direction while meandering in the right and 
left directions, is formed at each of the other surface por- 
tions of the first and second separators 1 4, 1 6 (see FIG. 

55 1). 

[0018] As shown in FIGS. 1 and 4, wedge members 
(insert members) 70 are integrally inserted into the fuel 
gas supply passage 38 and the fuel gas discharge pas- 
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sage 44, ranging over the plurality of fuel cell units 12. 
The wedge member 70 is formed of an insulative mate- 
rial, for example, a resin material such as polycarbonate 
resin. A smoothing treatment such as the mirror finish 
is applied to at least a surface 70a to make contact with 
the fuel gas (for example, the hydrogen-containing gas). 
When the wedge member 70 is composed of metal, it is 
necessary to coat its surface with a rubber material. It 
is also preferable that an inclined portion of the wedge 
member 70 has a curved configuration with a predeter- 
mined curvature. Similarly, the wedge member 70 is in- 
serted into each of the oxygen-containing gas supply 
passage 40, the oxygen-containing gas discharge pas- 
sage 46, the cooling water supply passage 42, and the 
cooling water discharge passage 48. 
[001 9] The fuel cell stack 1 0 according to the first em- 
bodiment is of the so-called counter flow type in which 
the inlet and the outlet for the fuel gas, the oxygen-con- 
taining gas, and the cooling water are provided at the 
first end plate 32. In the case of this type, when the flow 
passage pressure loss is small in the stack, a static pres- 
sure distribution as shown in FIG. 5 is obtained. On the 
other hand, when the flow passage pressure loss is 
large in the stack, a static pressure distribution as shown 
in FIG. 8 is obtained. 

[0020] In this embodiment, the case of the fuel cell 
stack 1 0 includes the fuel gas supply passage 33 and 
the fuel gas discharge passage 44 to serve as the com- 
munication holes which are not so lengthy and each of 
which has a small flow passage resistance. Therefore, 
the static pressure distribution as shown in FIG. 5 is ob- 
tained. Accordingly, the wedge member 70 is arranged 
in each of the fuel gas supply passage 38 and the fuel 
gas discharge passage 44 so that the opening cross- 
sectional area is reduced toward the inside of the fuel 
cell stack 10. On the other hand, the wedge member 70 
is arranged so that the opening cross-sectional area is 
reduced toward the inside of the fuel cell stack 1 0, in 
each of the oxygen-containing gas supply passage 40, 
the oxygen-containing gas discharge passage 46, the 
cooling water supply passage 42, and the cooling water 
discharge passage 48, in the same manner as de- 
scribed above. 

[0021] The operation of the fuel cell stack 10 con- 
structed as described above will be explained below. 
[0022] The hydrogen-containing gas (fuel gas), which 
is previously allowed to contain water vapor, is supplied 
to the fuel gas supply passage 38 from the fuel gas inlet 
50 formed through the first end plate 32. The air (or the 
oxygen-containing gas), which is the oxidizing gas con- 
taining water vapor, is supplied to the oxygen-containing 
gas supply passage 40 from the oxygen-containing gas 
inlet 52. 

[0023] The hydrogen-containing gas, which has been 
introduced into the fuel gas supply passage 38, is 
moved in the downward direction along the first flow 
passage 62, and it is simultaneously supplied to the an- 
ode electrode 20 of the fuel cell unit 12. On the other 



hand, the air, which has been introduced into the oxy- 
gen-containing gas supply passage 40, is also moved 
in the downward direction along the second flow pas- 
sage 64, and it is simultaneously supplied to the cathode 
5 electrode 22 of the fuel cell unit 12. Accordingly, the hy- 
drogen in the hydrogen-containing gas is ionized, and it 
is moved toward the cathode electrode 22 via the ion 
exchange membrane 18. Thus, the electric power is 
generated in the respective fuel cell units 12. 
[0024] The unreacted hydrogen-containing gas is fed 
through the fuel gas discharge passage 44 to the fuel 
gas outlet 56. The unreacted air is discharged through 
the oxygen-containing gas discharge passage 46 to the 
oxygen-containing gas outlet 58. The cooling water is 
supplied to the cooling water supply passage 42 from 
the cooling water inlet 54. The cooling water flows 
through the third flow passages 66 of the first and sec- 
ond separators 14, 16, and thus the respective fuel cell 
units 12 are cooled. After that, the cooling water is dis- 
charged from the cooling water outlet 60. 
[0025] In the case of the counter flow type fuel cell 
stack 10, when the communication holes, for example, 
the fuel gas supply passage 38 and the fuel gas dis- 
charge passage 44 are not so lengthy, and the flow pas- 
sage resistance is small, then the static pressure distri- 
bution as shown in FIG. 5 is obtained. That is, the pres- 
sure is increased at a position disposed deeper from the 
fuel gas inlet 50. Further, the pressure is increased at a 
position disposed deeper from the fuel gas outlet 56. 
[0026] Accordingly, in the first embodiment, the 
wedge members 70 are arranged in the fuel gas supply 
passage 38 and the fuel gas discharge passage 44 so 
that the opening cross-sectional area is reduced toward 
the inside. Therefore, the hydrogen-containing gas, 
which is supplied to the fuel gas supply passage 38, is 
moved at a flow rate which is made faster by the aid of 
the wedge member 70 as the hydrogen-containing gas 
flows to the deeper portions of the fuel gas supply pas- 
sage 38. Accordingly, the gas pressure is reduced at the 
deeper portions. On the other hand, the unreacted hy- 
drogen-containing gas, which is introduced into the fuel 
gas discharge passage 44, is moved at a flow rate which 
is made slower as the unreacted hydrogen-containing 
gas flows toward the fuel gas outlet 56. Accordingly, the 
gas pressure is increased on the side of the fuel gas 
outlet 56. 

[0027] Therefore, the following effect is obtained in 
the first embodiment. That is, the pressure loss is re- 
duced in the communication hole. The differential pres- 
sure in the communication hole between the static pres- 
sure on the inlet side and the static pressure on the out- 
let side is made uniform. The delivery performance is 
improved for the hydrogen -containing gas with respect 
to the respective fuel cell units 12 in the fuel cell stack 
10. Thus, the power generation performance of each of 
the fuel cell units 12 is effectively improved. 
[0028] Further, the wedge member 70 integrally pen- 
etrates through the fuel cell units 12 and the first and 
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second separators 14, 16 which are stacked with each 
other. Any steps, which would be otherwise caused by 
the first and second separators 14, 16, does not arise 
in the fuel gas supply passage 38 and the fuel gas dis- 
charge passage 44 which serve as the communication 
passages. Accordingly, the flow of the hydrogen-con- 
taining gas is not disturbed. The hydrogen-containing 
gas flows smoothly and reliably through the fuel cell 
stack 10, and it is supplied to the respective fuel cell 
units 12 in a well suited manner. 
[0029] In this arrangement, the surface 70a of the 
wedge member 70, which contacts with the hydrogen- 
containing gas, is applied with the smoothing treatment. 
Therefore, it is advantageous that the flow of the hydro- 
gen-containing gas is smoother. The wedge members 
70 are inserted in the integrated manner, and hence the 
rigidity of the entire fuel cell stack 1 0 is effectively im- 
proved. Further, the water, which is produced in the fuel 
cell stack 10, can be easily discharged to the outside 
along the inclination of the wedge member 70. Especial- 
ly, the produced water is condensed in the fuel cell stack 
10 including the solid polymer ion exchange membrane 
18. The produced water can be reliably discharged by 
using the wedge member 70. Thus, it is possible to ef- 
fectively maintain the power generation performance. 
Further, it is unnecessary to provide any knock pin or 
the like for positioning the fuel cell units 12 and the first 
and second separators 14, 16 with each other. Thus, it 
is possible to simplify the arrangement. 
[0030] On the other hand, the wedge members 70 are 
also inserted into the oxygen-containing gas supply pas- 
sage 40, the oxygen-containing gas discharge passage 
46, the cooling water supply passage 42, and the cool- 
ing water discharge passage 48 in the same manner as 
described above. 

Therefore, the following effect is obtained. That is, the 
cooling water and the air or the oxygen-containing gas 
as the oxidizing gas are uniformly delivered to the re- 
spective fuel cell units 12. 

[0031] FIG. 6 shows a perspective view illustrating a 
wedge member (insert member) 80 for constructing a 
fuel cell stack according to the second embodiment of 
the present invention. The smoothing treatment such as 
the mirror finish is applied to a surface 80a of the wedge 
member 80 to make contact with the fluid such as the 
hydrogen-containing gas, in the same manner as in the 
first wedge member 70. The wedge member 80 includes 
guide sections 82a, 82b each having a circular arc- 
shaped cross section, the guide sections 82a, 82b being 
provided on both sides of the wedge member 80 to be 
inserted, for example, with respect to the both wall sur- 
faces of the fuel gas supply passage 38. 
[0032] Accordingly, for example, when the wedge 
member 80 is inserted into the fuel gas supply passage 
38, the guide sections 82a, 82b are supported by the 
both wall surfaces of the fuel gas supply passage 38. 
Therefore, it is possible to reliably prevent the wedge 
member 80 from occurrence of any positional deviation 



in the fuel gas supply passage 38. Further, the following 
effect is obtained. That is, the pressure loss in the com- 
munication hole is further reduced owing to the mirror 
finish applied to the surface of the guide sections 82a, 
s 82b to make contact with the fluid. Thus, the fluid can 
be uniformly delivered. 

[0033] FIG. 7 shows a schematic perspective view il- 
lustrating a wedge member (insert member) 90 for con- 
structing a fuel cell stack according to the third embod- 

io iment of the present invention. The smoothing treatment 
is applied to a surface 90a of the wedge member 90 to 
make contact with the fluid such as the fuel gas. An ir- 
regular section, for example, a recess 92 is provided at 
an intermediate position of the surface 90a. 

*5 [0034] Accordingly, in the third embodiment, the 
opening cross-sectional area of the communication hole 
is enlarged at a central portion of the fuel cell stack cor- 
responding to the recess 92 of the wedge member 90. 
The flow rate is decelerated at the recess 92, and the 

20 static pressure is increased. Therefore, when the wedge 
member 90 is installed to the cooling water supply pas- 
sage 42, the following effect is obtained. That is, the flow 
rate of the cooling water can be increased especially at 
the central portion of the fuel cell stack at which the tem- 

2S perature tends to increase. Thus, the temperature dis- 
tribution in the fuel cell stack can be made uniform as a 
whole. 

[0035] The first to third embodiments, which reside in 
the counter flow type, are illustrative of the case in which 

30 the flow passage pressure loss is small in the commu- 
nication hole as shown in FIG. 5. However, as shown in 
FIG. 8, when the opening cross-sectional area of the 
communication hole is small, when the length is lengthy, 
or when the coefficient of friction is large, then the flow 

35 passage resistance is increased, and the pressure is 
lowered in some cases from the fluid inlet toward the 
inside. 

[0036] In such a case, a fuel cell stack 10a according 
to the fourth embodiment shown in FIG. 4 is used. The 

40 same constitutive components as those of the fuel cell 
stack 10 according to the first embodiment are desig- 
nated by the same reference numerals, detailed expla- 
nation of which will be omitted. 
[0037] The fuel cell stack 1 0a includes a wedge mem- 

4S ber 70 which is arranged in a supply communication 
hole 100 to serve as the fluid supply passage. The 
wedge member 70 is designed such that the opening 
cross-sectional area is enlarged from the fluid inlet side 
toward the inside. Similarly, a wedge member 70 is also 

so arranged in a discharge communication hole 102 which 
serves as the fluid discharge passage. The wedge 
member 70 is arranged such that the opening cross- 
sectional area is enlarged from the inside of the fuel cell 
stack 10a toward the fluid outlet side. 

55 [0038] The fuel cell stack 10a constructed as de- 
scribed above is operated as follows. That is, when the 
fluid is introduced into the supply communication hole 
1 00 from the fluid inlet side of the first end plate 32, then 
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the flow rate is decelerated during the process in which 
the fluid is moved to the inside along a surface 70a of 
the wedge member 70, and thus the fluid pressure is 
increased. On the other hand, concerning the discharge 
communication hole 1 02, the fluid pressure is increased 5 
from the inside toward the fluid outlet side. Accordingly, 
the differential pressure can be made uniform between 
the static pressure in the supply communication hole 
100 and the static pressure in the discharge communi- 
cation hole 102. 

[0039] FIG. 10 schematically illustrates a fuel cell 
stack 10b according to the fifth embodiment of the 
present invention. The same constitutive components 
as those of the fuel cell stack 1 0a according to the fourth 
embodiment are designated by the same reference nu- 
merals, detailed explanation of which will be omitted. 
[0040] The fuel cell stack 10b comprises a first end 
plate 32 which is provided with a fluid inlet 110, and a 
second end plate 34 which is provided with a fluid outlet 
112. 

Therefore, the fuel cell stack 1 0b is of the so-called cross 
flow type. In the case of this type, when the flow passage 
pressure loss is small in the fuel cell stack 10b, a static 
pressure distribution is obtained as shown in FIG. 11. 
On the other hand, when the flow passage pressure loss 
is large in the fuel cell stack 10b, a static pressure dis- 
tribution is obtained as shown in FIG. 12. 
[0041] The fuel cell stack 10b exhibits the static pres- 
sure distribution as shown in FIG. 11 . A wedge member 
70 is arranged in a supply communication hole 100 so 
that the opening cross-sectional area is reduced from 
the first end plate 32 toward the second end plate 34. 
On the other hand, a wedge member 70 is arranged in 
a discharge communication hole 102 so that the open- 
ing cross-sectional area is enlarged from the first end 
plate 32 toward the second end plate 34. 
[0042] Accordingly, in the fifth embodiment, when the 
fluid is supplied from the fluid inlet 1 1 0 to the supply com- 
munication hole 100, the pressure is decreased during 
the process in which the fluid is moved toward the sec- 
ond end plate 34. On the other hand, the pressure of the 
fluid introduced into the discharge communication hole 
102 is raised toward the fluid outlet 112. Therefore, the 
following effect is obtained. That is, the differential pres- 
sure can be easily made uniform concerning the static 
pressure in the supply communication hole 100 and the 
discharge communication hole 102. 
[0043] Further, when the pressure distribution as 
shown in FIG. 12 is obtained, a fuel cell stack 10c ac- 
cording to the sixth embodiment is used as shown in 
FIG. 1 3. The same constitutive components as those of 
the fuel cell stack 1 0b according to the fifth embodiment 
are designated by the same reference numerals, de- 
tailed explanation of which will be omitted. 
[0044] In the fuel cell stack 10c, a wedge member 70 
is arranged so that the fluid pressure in the supply com- 
munication hole 1 00 is increased from the first end plate 
32 toward the second end plate 34. Accordingly, the fol- 



lowing effect is obtained in the sixth embodiment. That 
is, the differential pressure can be effectively made uni- 
form in the supply communication hole 100 and the dis- 
charge communication hole 1 02. 
[0045] FIG. 1 4 shows a longitudinal sectional view il- 
lustrating major components of a fuel cell stack 1 20 ac- 
cording to the seventh embodiment of the present in- 
vention. The same constitutive components as those of 
the fuel cell stack 10 according to the first embodiment 
are designated by the same reference numerals, de- 
tailed explanation of which will be omitted. 
[0046] The fuel cell stack 1 20 includes tube members 
(insert members) 122 which are arranged in communi- 
cation holes of a fuel gas supply passage 38, an oxygen- 
containing gas supply passage 40, and a cooling water 
supply passage 42, as well as a fuel gas discharge pas- 
sage 44, an oxygen-containing gas discharge passage 
46, and a cooling water discharge passage 48. 
[0047] As shown in FIG. 15, the tube member 1 22 has 
a cutout 124 which is open on the side of each of the 
fuel cell units 1 2. The size of the cutout 1 24 is changed 
in the communication hole in the direction from the fluid 
inlet/outlet of the fuel cell stack 120 to the inside of the 
fuel cell stack 120. For example, the cutout 124 is de- 
signed such that the width becomes wider from the first 
end plate 32 at which the fluid inlet/outlet is formed, to- 
ward the inside of the fuel cell stack 120. 
[0048] A stopper 1 28 is formed to protrude from a part 
of the tube member 122, the stopper 128 being fitted to 
a groove 1 26 formed on the second end plate 34 so that 
the tube member 1 22 is prevented from rotation. The 
tube member 1 22 is made of an insulative material such 
as resin. The smoothing treatment is applied to an inner 
surface 130 to make contact with the fluid. 
[0049] The fuel cell stack 120 constructed as de- 
scribed above is operated as follows. That is, for exam- 
ple, when the hydrogen-containing gas is supplied to the 
fuel gas supply passage 38, the hydrogen-containing 
gas is supplied from the cutout 1 24 of the tube member 
122 along the first flow passage 62 to the anode elec- 
trode 20 of each of the fuel cell units 12. 
[0050] In this embodiment, the cutout 1 24 is designed 
so that the width is increased from the first end plate 32 
toward the second end plate 34. It is difficult for the hy- 
drogen-containing gas to flow into the first flow passage 
62 disposed on the side of the first end plate 32 which 
is on the inlet side. On the other hand, it is easy for the 
hydrogen -containing gas to flow into the deep side in 
which the gas delivery performance has been hitherto 
inferior, i.e., into the first flow passage 62 disposed on 
the side of the second end plate 34. 
[0051] Accordingly, in the seventh embodiment, the 
following effect is obtained. That is, for example, the hy- 
drogen-containing gas can be uniformly delivered to the 
anode electrode 20 of each of the fuel cell units 12 
stacked in the fuel cell stack 120. Thus, the power gen- 
eration performance of each of the fuel cell units 12 can 
be effectively maintained. 
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[0052] The cutout 1 24 is designed such that the width 
is increased from the first end plate 32 formed with the 
fluid inlet/outlet toward the inside of the fuel cell stack 
120. However, the cutout 124 may be designed such 
that the width is increased in the communication hole 
toward the first end plate 32. Alternatively, the cutout 
1 24 may be designed to have a curved configuration in 
place of the straight configuration. 
[0053] In the fuel cell stack 120, the tube members 
1 22 are arranged in the communication holes of the fuel 
gas supply passage 38, the oxygen -containing gas sup- 
ply passage 40, and the cooling water supply passage 
42, as well as the fuel gas discharge passage 44, the 
oxygen-containing gas discharge passage 46, and the 
cooling water discharge passage 48. However, the 
wedge member 70, 80, 90 may be incorporated into any 
one of the communication holes, in place of the tube 
member 122. 

[0054] Alternatively, the fuel cell stack may be con- 
structed by inserting the wedge member 70, 80, 90 into 
the tube member 122. In this arrangement, the cutout 
1 24 of the tube member 1 22 may be designed such that 
the cutout 124 is allowed to have a size which is 
changed in the communication hole, or the cutout 124 
is allowed to have an identical size, over the range from 
the first end plate 32 to the second end plate 34. 
[0055] In the first to seventh embodiments, the com- 
munication holes, i.e., the fuel gas supply passage 38, 
the oxygen-containing gas supply passage 40, and the 
cooling water supply passage 42, as well as the fuel gas 
discharge passage 44, the oxygen-containing gas dis- 
charge passage 46, and the cooling water discharge 
passage 48, or the supply communication hole 1 00 and 
the discharge communication hole 102 are provided on 
the upper side and the lower side of the fuel cell stack 
10, 10a, 10b, 10c, 120. However, the communication 
holes may be provided on both sides of the fuel cell stack 
10, 10a, 10b, 10c, 120. In this arrangement, the com- 
munication hole is designed to have an oblong configu- 
ration. Therefore, the cross-sectional secondary mo- 
ment is increased, and the rigidity is effectively improved 
in the direction of the gravity. Thus, the deformation of 
the insert member is reduced. Therefore, the size of the 
stack in the height direction can be made short, and it 
is easy to obtain a thin insert member. 
[0056] The fuel cell stack according to the present in- 
vention comprises the insert member which is integrally 
inserted, over the plurality of fuel cell units, into the com- 
munication hole for delivering, to the fuel cell unit, at 
least any one of the fluids of the fuel gas, the oxygen- 
containing gas, and the cooling medium. The fluid can 
be uniformly delivered to the plurality of fuel cell units 
by the aid of the insert member. 
[0057] Further, there is no step in the communication 
hole. The pressure loss of the fluid can be effectively 
reduced. The rigidity as the entire fuel cell stack is en- 
sured. It is unnecessary to provide any means for posi- 
tioning the fuel cell unit and the separators. Thus, it is 



possible to simplify the arrangement. 
[0058] Usually, it is necessary to use a communica- 
tion hole having a large opening cross-sectional area in 
order to uniformly deliver the fluid to a plurality of fuel 
s cell units. On the contrary, the opening cross-sectional 
area of the communication hole can be decreased by 
inserting the wedge member into the communication 
hole. Thus, it is easy to obtain a compact fuel cell stack 
as a whole and obtain a compact system as a whole. 



Claims 

1 . A fuel cell stack comprising: 

15 

a plurality of fuel cell units (12) and separators 
(14, 16) alternately stacked with each other, 
each of said fuel cell units (12) including an 
electrolyte (18) interposed by an anode elec- 
trode (20) and a cathode electrode (22); and 
a communication hole (38, 40, 42, 44, 46, 48) 
provided to deliver, to said fuel cell units (12), 
at least any one of fluids of a fuel gas, an oxy- 
gen-containing gas, and a cooling medium, 
said fuel cell stack further comprising: 
an insert member (70) integrally inserted into 
said communication hole (38, 40, 42, 44, 46, 
48) over said plurality of fuel cell units (1 2), for 
uniformly delivering said fluid to said plurality of 
fuel cell units (12). 

I The fuel cell stack according to claim 1 , wherein 
said communication hole includes: 

a supply-side communication hole (38, 40, 42) 
for supplying said fluid; and 
a discharge-side communication hole (44, 46, 
48) for discharging said fluid, and wherein said 
insert member includes: 
a supply-side insert member (70) and a dis- 
charge-side insert member (70) for setting 
cross-sectional areas of said supply-side com- 
munication hole (38, 40, 42) and said dis- 
charge-side communication hole (44, 46, 48) 
so that a differential pressure between said 
supply-side communication hole (38, 40, 42) 
and said discharge-side communication hole 
(44, 46, 48) is within a predetermined range. 

I. The fuel cell stack according to claim 1, wherein 
said communication hole includes: 

a supply-side communication hole (38, 40, 42) 
which is open on a first end side of said fuel cell 
stack, for supplying said fluid; and 
a discharge-side communication hole (44, 46, 
48) which is open on said first end side of said 
fuel cell stack, for discharging said fluid, where- 
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in: 

a pressure in said supply-side communication 
hole (38, 40, 42) is increased toward a second 
end of said fuel cell stack, and wherein said in- 
sert member includes: s 
a supply-side insert member (70) for decreas- 
ing an opening cross-sectional area of said 
supply-side communication hole (38, 40, 42) to- 
ward said second end of said fuel cell stack; 
and 10 
a discharge-side insert member (70) for in- 
creasing an opening cross-sectional area of 
said discharge-side communication hole (44, 
46, 48) toward said first end of said fuel cell 
stack. is 

The fuel cell stack according to claim 1, wherein 
said communication hole includes: 

a supply-side communication hole (100) which 20 
is open on a first end side of said fuel cell stack, 
for supplying said fluid; and 
a discharge-side communication hole (102) 
which is open on said first end side of said fuel 
cell stack, for discharging said fluid, wherein: 25 
a pressure in said supply-side communication 
hole (100) is decreased toward a second end 
of said fuel cell stack, and wherein said insert 
member includes: 

a supply-side insert member (70) for increasing 30 
an opening cross-sectional area of said supply- 
side communication hole (100) toward said 
second end of said fuel cell stack; and 
a discharge-side insert member (70) for in- 
creasing an opening cross-sectional area of 3S 
said discharge-side communication hole (102) 
toward said first end of said fuel cell stack. 

The fuel cell stack according to claim 1 , wherein 
said communication hole includes: *o 

a supply-side communication hole (100) which 
is open on a first end side of said fuel cell stack, 
for supplying said fluid; and 
a discharge-side communication hole (102) 45 
which is open on a second end side of said fuel 
cell stack, for discharging said fluid, wherein: 
a pressure in said supply-side communication 
hole (100) is increased toward said second end 
of said fuel cell stack, and wherein said insert so 
member includes: 

a supply-side insert member (70) for decreas- 
ing an opening cross-sectional area of said 
supply-side communication hole (100) toward 
said second end of said fuel cell stack; and 55 
a discharge-side insert member (70) for in- 
creasing an opening cross-sectional area of 
said discharge-side communication hole (102) 



toward said second end of said fuel cell stack. 

6. The fuel cell stack according to claim 1 , wherein 
said communication hole includes: 

a supply-side communication hole (100) which 
is open on a first end side of said fuel cell stack, 
for supplying said fluid; and 
a discharge-side communication hole (102) 
which is open on a second end side of said fuel 
cell stack, for discharging said fluid, wherein: 
a pressure in said supply-side communication 
hole (100) is decreased toward said second 
end of said fuel cell stack, and wherein said in- 
sert member includes: 

a supply-side insert member (70) for increasing 
an opening cross-sectional area of said supply- 
side communication hole (100) toward said 
second end of said fuel cell stack; and 
a discharge-side insert member (70) for in- 
creasing an opening cross-sectional area of 
said discharge-side communication hole (102) 
toward said second end of said fuel cell stack. 

7. The fuel cell stack according to claim 1 , wherein 
said insert member includes a wedge member (70) 
for changing an opening cross-sectional area of 
said communication hole from a fluid inlet/outlet 
port of said fuel cell stack to the inside of said fuel 
cell stack, in said communication hole. 

8. The fuel cell stack according to claim 7, wherein 
said wedge member (70) is arranged in said com- 
munication hole along a side opposite to a power 
generation surface of said fuel cell unit. 

9. The fuel cell stack according to claim 7, wherein 
said wedge member (90) includes an irregular sec- 
tion (92) which is provided at an intermediate posi- 
tion of a planar portion to make contact with said 
fluid. 

10. The fuel cell stack according to claim 1, wherein 
said insert member includes a tube member (122) 
having a cutout (124) communicating with a flow 
passage of said separators (14, 16), said cutout 
(1 24) having a size changing in said communication 
hole from a fluid inlet/outlet of said fuel cell stack 
toward the inside of said fuel cell stack. 

11. The fuel cell stack according to claim 10, wherein 
said cutout (1 24) is arranged in said communication 
hole along a side of a power generation surface of 
said fuel cell unit. 

12. The fuel cell stack according to claim 10, wherein 
said tube member (1 22) has a stopper (1 28) for pre- 
venting said tube member (122) from rotation. 
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